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A P P E A R A N C E  

Federal H i l l  overlooks o ld  Fredericksburg from a small h i l l  a t  what was onc 

the western edge of the  town. It o r ig ina l ly  was a l a rge  farm; today, howev 

it i s  a small p lot  of land with a l a rge  house and a gazebo s e t  i n  a well-ke 

garden, sandwiched between a church and a factory.  


; Tradi t ional ly  dated t o  the  early-eighteenth century, the  house a t  Federal 
H i l l  was probably b u i l t ,  judging from the a rch i tec tura l  evidence, i n  the  
1780's. A t  any r a t e ,  according t o  the  Mutual Assurance Society po l ic ies  on 
the  house, it exis ted i n  i t s  present form by 1796. It i s  a long, two-and-
one-half-story frame, brick-nogged building sheathed with beaded weather- 
boards and covered by a gable roof with a modillion cornice. Five gable- 
roofed dormers with diagonal f lush  s iding l i g h t  the  e a s t  slope,  and four th '  
west. A b r ick  i n t e r i o r  chimney is a t  e i t h e r  end of t he  house; the  one 
on the  nor th  s ide  i s  exposed a s a  t a l l ,  f lush,  Flemish-bond br ick panel up 
t o  the  l eve l  of the  eaves. . underpinned with a Flemish-bondThe house .. . . ... is. .. . .. 

br ick  foundation. 


rn 
The west, o r  main, f ron t  i s  accented by a cen t ra l  pedimented pavilion. A 
recessed fan l igh t  door with molded archivol t  and keyblock breaks in to  a -
broad, shallow pediment which she l t e r s  the  doors and its flanking s ide l igh ts .  r 
These s ide l i gh t s  a r e  bracketed by slender colonettes which r e s t  on a square wl 

dado and which, i n  turn,  support the  pediment's pulvinated f r i eze .  A t  the  -,
pavi l ion 's  second-floor l eve l  the  doorway motif is repeated by a cen t r a l  
window flanked by two narrow, detached windows. An in t e r e s t i ng  coursed- w 

rubble porch supported by a well-crafted arch with keystone leads t o  the  c 

f ron t  door. Under the  easternmost f i r s t - f l o o r  window i s  a l a t e r  b r ick  bulk- 0 

head with a gable-roof and modillion cornice. --I 
-

Tho- ea s t  s ide  of Federal H i l l  has no t r u e  pavil ion,  but t he  cen t r a l  bay i s  
flanked by two colossal ,  highly attenuated p i l a s t e r s .  The three-part  theme z
of the  west facade is used again, but the  main door has only a simple four- 
l i g h t  transom and a rch i t rave  frame, and no pediments of any kind a re  used on WB 

t h i s  e levat ion.  The ~ r i n c i ~ a l  itsfeature  of t h i s  s ide  of the  house i s  

s t r i k ing  balcony with turned balusters .  Supported on four g i r t s  running the  

f u l l  depth of the  house, t h i s  balcony, which was shown on the  e a r l i e s t  M~itua:. 

po l ic ies ,  had been removed and replaced by a two-story porch i n  the  nineteen:h 

century. The present owners found it care fu l ly  ~ a c k e d  i n  a c r a t e  s tored i n  

the  house, and they replaced it. A door a t  the second-floor l eve l ,  d i r e c t l y  

over the  entrance door, opens on t o  t he  balcony. 


A l l  of the  windows on both s ides  of the  house have nine-over-nine sash on t h  

f i r s t  f l oo r ,  nine-over-six sash on the  second, and smaller nine-over-six sas  

i n  the  dormers. Except fo r  the  dormer windows, they a l l  have archi t rave 

frames and louvered bl inds  as well.  


A t  an ea r ly  date ,  a frame wing was added t o  the south end of the  house. It 
i s  presently two s t o r i e s  high, but i t s  evolution i s  uncer ta in  and accounts o 
i t s  h i s to ry  con f l i c t .  

The house has a simple plan. A cen t r a l  h a l l  with the  s t a i r s  i n  the  north- 
eas t  corner leads t o  a par lor  and a dining room on the  south s ide  and a 

i 
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S T A T E M E N T  O F  S I G N I F I C A N C E1 federal H i l l ,  t he  ancektral  home of two prominent mid-nineteenth century I 
f igures ,  i s  an unc-only grand and rema;kably well-preserved specimen of a 
late-eighteenth-century Tidewater Virginia country house. Though it is now 
a town house, Federal H i l l  was b u i l t  as the  residence of a spacious farm 
located,  i n  the  words-6f a'1796 insurance policy, "on the  Suburbs of 
Fredericksburg." Its la rge  ballroom and elaborate  dining room a re  two of 
Virginia ' s  most impressive eighteenth-century rooms and a r e  d i s t i nc t i ve  f o r  
t h e i r  mixing of l a t e  co lon ia l  and Federal deta i l ing.  

While many elements i n  i ts  design, notably i ts  center-hal l  plan and i ts  
heavily proportioned trim, r e c a l l  mid-eighteenth-century woodwork, Federal 
H i l l ,  i n  i t s  use of molded panels, reeded chair  r a i l s ,  and Adamesque 
d e t a i l  such as t h a t  i n  the  dining room, a l so  looks forward t o  the  work of 
the  turn of the  next decade. In  many cases, incongruous combinations occur, 
such as the  use of doors which have ear l ier- type ra ised panels on one s ide  
and molded panels on the  other .  This same kind of mixing a l so  occurs i n  
other  houses of the  penultimate decade of the  eighteenth century l i k e  the  
John Brown House i n  Providence, Rhode Island. 

Although loca l  t r a d i t i o n  claims a much e a r l i e r  date,  Federal H i l l  was 
probably b u i l t  by Robert Brooke, governor of Virginia from 1794-1796, 
Brooke sold the  house sometime between 1796, when he insured it with the  
Mutual Assurance Society fo r  $5000, and 1805, when it was insured fo r  $7000 
by Thomas Reed Rootes, a lawyer from Fredericksburg. I n  1815, it was re-
valued a t  $6500, with a wing, shown on the  e a r l i e r  po l i c i e s ,  missing and 
with the  balcony replaced by an eight-foot by f i f t een- foo t  porch. A t  t h a t  
time, no one was l i v ing  i n  the  house, Rootes having moved h i s  family t o  
Gloucester County. 

Rootest daughter Sarah was married a t  Federal H i l l  t o  John Cobb. Their  
son Major General Howell Cobb was a United S ta tes  Senator from Georgia a s  
well as President James Buchanan's secre ta ry  of the  Treasury. Another son, 
Major General Thomas R. R. Cobb, was k i l l e d  during the  C iv i l  War a t  the  

B a t t l e  of Fredericksburg. It was during t h i s  time, a lso ,  t h a t  the  house wa 
used as a f i e l d  hosp i ta l  by the  Army of the  Potomac. 

The subsequent h i s to ry  of Federal H i l l ' s  ownership is unclear.  
allowed t o  de t e r io r a t e  u n t i l  it was purchased and res tored by the  present 
ouner, Mrs. Richard Lanier, and her l a t e  husband. It was a t  t h i s  time t h a t  
the ori'ginal balcony was discovered s tored i n  t he  house and replaced. 

D W  
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7.  DESCRIPTION (Continued) 

I I 

1 
la rge  ballroom on the  north. A door i n  the dining room opens i n to  the  wing. 
The ballroom i s  by f a r  the  most elaborate room i n  the  house. The foca l  point 
i s  the  long end wall  of the  house, with i t s  high chimney breas t  and arched 
alcoves. A gray marble f i r ep l ace  surround is enclosed by a simple archi t rave 
frame. Above t h i s ,  two consoles support a mantel shelf  with a denticulated 
cornice broken around a cen t r a l  paneled t ab l e t .  A long, low panel with double 
c rosse t tes  s i t s  upon t h i s  she l f  and, i n  turn,  supports another pa i r  of consoles 
surmounted by a swan's neck pediment. The whole arrangement i s  framed by a 
pa i r  of f lu ted  Doric p i l a s t e r s  the  height of the room. Broad arches, sprung 
from molded impost blocks, screen the recesses on e i t h e r  s i d e  of the  project in3 
chimney face. The p i l a s t e r s  a r e  repeated a t  in te rva l s  around the  room, in-
cluding a pa i r  placed on i ts  long axis;  the  p i l a s t e r s  a re  applied over a f lush  
wainscot with reeded cha i r  r a i l  and support a f u l l  entablature  with denticu- 
l a t ed  cornice. Opposite t he  chimney piece, the  door t o  the  s t a i r  h a l l  is 
framed by an archi t rave molding; over i t ,  consoles support a broken t r i angula r  
pediment. To e i t h e r  s ide  a re  p i l a s t e r s ,  and the  whole area i s  flush-wainscot- 
ed up t o  the  cornice,  r a the r  than jus t  t o  the  chair  r a i l .  

The cen t r a l  passage i s  wainscoted a l l  around and features  a molded cha i r  r a i l  
and a cavetto cornice. Its s t a i r s  a re  made e n t i r e l y  of mahogany--an extreme 
lav ish  use of t h a t  wood a t  such an ea r ly  date.  The s t a i r ' s  s o f f i t  is paneled 
with molded panels. The f ron t  doorway is t rea ted  i n  an unusual manner: over 
the  door, which i s  s e t  f l u sh  with the  ins ide wall ,  is an elongated fan l igh t  
consis t ing of a semicircular fan l igh t  with an uncommon mullion design super- Iimposed on a rectangular transom l igh t .  Flush with the  outs ide  wall i s  a fan 
louvre, f ixed so t h a t  the  whole window is v i s i b l e  from the inside, but so t ha t  
only the  transom l i g h t s  and the  louvre a re  v i s i b l e  from the  outside.  

The par lor  is decorated on the  chimney wall with molded paneling. A f i r ep l ac  

treatment composed of a marble surround and a mantel with paneled p i l a s t e r s  

below a reeded archi t rave,  p la in  f r i eze  and H-fret cornice highl ights  t h i s  

end of the room. The o ther  th ree  s ides  a re  wainscoted with molded panels and 

a reeded cha i r  r a i l .  An Adamesque flute-and-rosette cornice enc i rc les  the  ro 

and the  same design i s  a l so  used i n  the  f r i eze s  of the  door 's  and windows' 

f u l l  entablatures .  The ro se t t e s  a r e  made of lead. 


The dining room is t rea ted  i n  a s imilar  manner. Again, molded-panel wainscot 

ing i s  used. The cha i r  r a i l  and cornice here a r e  of the  punch-and-dentil 

va r ie ty .  The door and window entablatures have lattice-work f r iezes .  The 

paneled room end, with i t s  simple mantel, i s  embellished by an e laborate  over 

mantel panel with double c rosse t tes  and a Greek-fret border. This i s  sur- 

rounded by carved guil loche and garland ornamentation. 


An ea r ly  frame octagonal gazebo with an ogee roof and crowning f i n i a l  stands 
i n  the narden, I 






